Overview 
When Ronald Reagan swept to a landslide victory in the 1980 presidential 
election, it seemed that the countercultural wildfires that had spread 
across the US since the 60s had finally been stamped out. 

But what too often gets forgotten is that amid the ‘Morning in America’ 
reckoning, there were some filmmakers who chose not to wake up, who 
strove to keep the flame of the New Hollywood burning and make 
personal films that revealed the other side of Reaganism’s hollow 
optimism. Just as in music, where a whole system of independent labels, 
college radio stations and self-published fanzines took a defiant stand 
against what they saw as the bloated rock mainstream, in the 80s there 
remained those ‘alternative’ filmmakers who chose a side, and ensured J 
that the spirit of independent US filmmaking survived. Its these voices that 
will herald the next great wave in Hollywood. Independent films, made E -——— 
outside the reformed studio system of the 80s with fresh new voices telling outsider stories. Many of 
these new cinematic voices will emerge in New York, in the ashes of a film industry that had largely 
moved to Los Angeles. Los Angeles was now the primary pop culture generating city. 


US History & Events 

LATE 1980s: Crack cocaine sweeps inner cities with cheap highly addictive drug derived from cocaine, a drug 

popular with the middle class and celebrities. Violent crime and theft went way up in cities. 

1986: Reagan & Russian president Gorbachev sign an arms treaty signaling the Cold War is ending 

1986: The NASA space shuttle Challenger exploded, just 73 seconds after liftoff, bringing a devastating end to 

the spacecraft’s 10th mission. The tragedy and its aftermath received extensive live media coverage. 

1986: Iran Contra scandal breaks. US found to be selling arms to enemy, Iran, to fund jungle terrorists in 

Nicaragua. Reagan is protected from blame by subordinates who ‘fall on the sword’ President Reagan admits 

to a policy that went astray, but denied knowledge of the diversion of funds to the contras. 

1987: Stock market crash occurs on the New York Stock Exchange, recording a record 22.6% drop 

1987: After ignoring the crisis, Reagan gives his first speech about AIDS on June 24. 

He creates the first Presidential Commission on AIDS. Many activists complain it’s 

too little too late for the thousands already dead. 

1988: George HW Bush, Reagan’s vice president, wins the White House and 

= RESEARCH, = =| continues many of Reagan’s economic and political policies. 

1988: VCRs in 80% of American households. Video rental stores spread nationally 
— - 1988: Terrorist attacks bring down several commercial airplanes through the 80s. 

1989: The Berlin Wall falls. The greatest symbol of the Cold war is erased. The impromptu celebration was 

televised around the world. Collapse of the USSR would follow a 1.5 years later 

1989: The Exxon Valdez oil spill was an environmental disaster that occurred when an Exxon oil tanker spilled 

11 million gallons of crude oil into Alaska’s Prince William Sound. It’s the worst oil spill ever on US soil 

1989: Chinese Communist Party crushes demonstrations: Chinese troops fire on civilians and students 

in Tiananmen Square, killing an unknown number and ending the insurrection while the world watches 


Rains: WE-NEED 


Reagan into Bush 

Reagan’s popularity with successful Americans continued despite his policies creating record budget 
deficits. His popularity helped his vice President, George Bush, win the presidency in 1988 in one of the 
most racially charged campaigns in US history. Continued economic prosperity was prioritized over 
addressing major social issues, such as the growing Crack epidemic of the late 80s. With George H W 
Bush, America elected its former CIA spy to the presidency. 
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Americans investing in Stock Market 


During the 1980s, everyday Americans invested in the stock market in greater YUPPI 
numbers than any time before. Reagan Era deregulation and a growing bull market Le ay eg 


Josef Goebbels & H, Himmler 


led millions to invest their life savings in an optimistic stock market, fueled by 
liquidity and a real estate boom. Rising home prices made easy profits for 
homeowners in hot markets, while pricing millions of others out of affording the 
American Dream. Upward mobility was the new goal of Yuppies. 


Stock Market Crash 1987 

U.S. President Ronald Reagan roiled by numerous regulations in finance and other 
industries. This deregulation of financial institutions led in part to the Crash of 
1987. October 19, 1987, known as “Black Monday,” was a day of infamy on Wall Street, when steep and 
unexpected selloffs devastated global markets. These selloffs reached a frantic crescendo in a matter of 
hours, triggering a massive stock market crash. Advances in computer technology had made it possible 
to execute complex trades instantly, allowing banks to make profits from tiny changes in stock prices. As 
a result, the markets appreciated rapidly in the 1980s—the Dow rose 250% from 1981 to 1987, and 

an asset bubble formed. When prices fell, losses mounted exponentially because the trading algorithms 
automatically placed sell orders, only compounding the problem. Films like Wall Street (1988) captured 
the ruthless world of America’s top financial institutions on the heels of this very event. 


OMe eased Yuppie Culture: In some respects, the popular culture of the 1980s reflected the era's 
political conservatism. For many people, the embodiment of the decade was the 
"yuppie": a baby boomer with a college education, a good-paying job and expensive 
taste. Many people derided yuppies for being self-centered and materialistic, and 
surveys showed that they were more concerned with making money and buying 
consumer goods than previous cohorts. Popular television shows like “thirtysomething” 
and movies like The Big Chill (1983) depicted a generation plagued with anxiety and 
self-doubt. They were successful, but they weren't sure they were happy. 


Counter Culture 80s Society 

In the 80s, youth culture and their musical tastes splintered into a variety of disparate tastes, styles and 

social scenes - somewhat like the characters we see in Breakfast Club. 

1. Punk Rock flamed out by mid 80s but not before shouting an angry critique of Reagan Era values 

2. New Wave evolves out of punk and thrives in early 80s as hip alternative to pop radio. Popularized 
synthesizers and help lead to a flourish of ‘Nerd Culture’ in films Like Revenge of the Nerds (1984) series 

. Marijuana was mainstream and ubiquitously in youth culture. In spite of the War on Drugs 

4. Stoner Dropouts: Suburban nihilistic ‘Burnouts’ who dodged authority, 
responsibility and smoked weed to escape, like Bender in Breakfast Club. 

. Hip Hop Culture flourished in the 80s. Groups like De la Soul scored radio hits, 
while groups like Public Enemy pumped a radical political message: 
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Fall of the Berlin Wall and end of Cold War 

In the last months of the decade, crowds of Germans began dismantling the 
Berlin Wall—a barrier that for almost 30 years had symbolized the Cold War division of Europe. By 
October 1990, Germany was re-unified, triggering the swift collapse of the other East European regimes. 
A year later, and the USSR dissolved. President Bush pledged $5-billion to support economic reform in 
Russia. The Cold War was over (for now). Hollywood had often made Russians the villains in their movies 
for years. In the coming years they would make the villains a stereotyped Middle Eastern Terrorist. 


69 


Moral Presidency 

During the Reagan/Bush Era the culture turned conservative and moralistic. Reagan 
gave the Christian Right rhetorical support during his time in office, and invited 
evangelical leaders such as Jerry Falwell to the White House. Many morality 
campaigns were waged in response to 70 excesses, such as censoring popular music, 
Parental Advisory Stickers on Albums, and the new PG-13 rating. 


e War on Drugs: Reagan was a strong proponent of criminalizing drug users 

5 | during his presidency in the 1980s. Leading to aggressive policing and stiffer 

| penalties for drug possession. Negatively affected African Americans and leading to 
a historic US incarceration rate from 1980- 2008 
e iran Contra Scandal: the Reagan administration secretly sold weapons to Iran to 
affect the release of American hostages in Lebanon. Money from the Iran weapons- 
sale then was used to fund anti-communist terrorists (Contras) in Nicaragua. Those 
Contra groups also engaged in cocaine trafficking to help finance their war, 
allegedly with the aid of the CIA. These revelations threatened to topple Reagan 
before Oliver North fell on the sword, taking the blame for the operation. 


Crack cocaine epidemic 

The crack epidemic was a surge of crack cocaine use in major cities across the United States throughout 
the entirety of the 1980s and the early 1990s. This resulted in a number of social consequences, such as 
increasing crime and violence in American inner-city neighborhoods, a resulting backlash in the form of 
tough on crime policies, and a massive spike in incarceration. When George Bush, Sr. entered office in 
1989, a Washington Post-ABC News Poll found that 62% of Americans would be willing to give up a few 
of the freedoms we have in this country in order to fight the war on drugs. The result was the highest 
incarceration rate in world history which disproportionally affected the Black community. Modern TV 
show, Snowfall looks at the early days of the epidemic in Los Angeles in 1980s 


Vigilantism 

On December 22, 1984, Bernhard Goetz shot four young black men on a New York 
Subway train in Manhattan after they allegedly tried to rob him. Goetz was charged 
with attempted murder and assault. A jury found Goetz guilty of only one count of 
carrying an unlicensed firearm - he served eight months of a one-year sentence. The 
incident got wide press coverage and sparked a national debate. Goetz’s actions 
mirror those of cinematic vigilantes seen in films like the Death Wish and Dirty Harry 
series. Opinion was often divided along racial lines. 


Howard Beach Incident 
In aracially motivated attack three black men were set 
upon by a group of white youths outside a pizza parlor in 
Howard Beach in 1986. Two of the victims, including 
Michael Griffith, were severely beaten. Griffith fled onto a 
highway where he was fatally struck by a passing car. 
Griffith's death heightened racial tensions in New York City 
and was the second of three highly publicized, racially 

i motivated killings of black men by white mobs in New York 
City in the 1980s. These events are mentioned in Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing, serving as backdrop to 
the racial tensions shown in the movie. Memories of this event were still fresh when the movie opened. 
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1986: Pixar Studios Founded first fully computer-generated animated short film, Luxo Jr. was produced 
1986: The first full-color 3D IMAX film - occurred in the Canada Pavilion during Expo '86 

1986: Siskel & Ebert at the Movies premieres. Nominated for numerous Emmy Awards, lasted until 1999 
1987: The first major Hollywood studio film produced in the People's Republic of China, was director Steven 
Spielberg's Empire of the Sun (1987). A sweeping epic and coming of age story set during WWII. 

1987: The Colorization of Black & White films were stopped by the Film Integrity Act. Speaking to Congress, 
Jimmy Stewart claimed, "Our black and white films ain't broke, and they don't need fixin' 

1987: Bernardo Bertolucci's The Last Emperor (1987) was nominated for 9 Oscars and won them all. It was 
the only film produced outside of America or Britain to win Best Picture and first PG-13 rated film to do so. 
1987: The romantic coming-of-age drama Dirty Dancing (1987) became a surprise hit, given its low-budget 
($6 million), mostly unknown stars. Star Patrick Swayze wouldn’t be unknown for long. 

1987: The film Ishtar becomes one of the biggest flops in Hollywood history & example of Hollywood excess 
1987: The FCC dissolved the Fairness Doctrine in August 1987. It had required radio and TV stations 

to fairly present controversial issues since 1949. The era of media polarization was just beginning 

1987: Half of US homes receive cable television. Multiple channels now available included premium channels 
1988: Who Framed Roger Rabbit (1988) - a coordinated effort produced 
by Disney, it broke new technological ground with its remarkable blending 
of animated imagery and live-action human characters. It also brought 
cartoon characters from Disney and Warners' together for the first time 
1988: Akira (1988) Director Katsuhiro Otomo's ground-breaking cult 
favorite contributed to the spread of Japanese anime worldwide 

1988: The landmark Film Preservation Act implemented a plan to allow the 
federal government to designate 25 films each year as "culturally, historically or aesthetically significant film" 
1989: World Wide Web is invented by computer scientist Tim Berners-Lee. 
1989: A new generation of expensive computer-generated imagery (CGI) 
and graphics in the 1990s was heralded by the translucent water creature in 
James Cameron's big-budget sci-fi flick The Abyss (1989). The film won a 
Visual Effects Academy Award-winning, in no small part because of its 
convincing 3D CGI 


The Abyss ¥ 


Alternative Voices in Cinema 
The 1980s saw the return of Major Studio influence with their access to big financing for Blockbuster 
films. Hollywood gradually moved away from auteur directors in the 1980s, in favor of star driven 
projects crafted by committee to achieve maximum box office, not make art cinema. But on the fringes 
many artists were making innovative films on low budgets and keeping auteur driven film alive. 

Just as before grunge there existed a vibrant underground music scene full of anti-yuppie protest music 
from bands such as Black Flag, Fugazi and Public Enemy, so too in film existed an electrifying micro- 
community of independent filmmakers who were creating their art with no clear roadmap to greater 
riches or acclaim; creators who made work mostly for themselves and a small 
group of likeminded weirdoes, who unknowingly established the aesthetic 
patterns and values that would take root on a grand scale in the 1990s. 

The ‘80s saw the debut of Jim Jarmusch (still one of the most original 
and important voices in independent film), who made four films during the 
decade, including: 1984’s landmark Stranger Than Paradise. Also, in the latter 
half of the ‘80s, both Gus Van Sant (1989’s Drugstore Cowboy) and David Lynch 
(Blue Velvet, 1986) created iconic works that had a distinctly different aesthetic 
from other 80s films. Their raw examination of drug use and social decay would 
portend the coming era of independent films. 
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Alternative perspectives in US cinema could also be found if you looked away from the white male norm. 
Queer directors such as Bill Sherwood, tackled the unfurling AIDS crisis in his film Parting Glances 1986, at a 
time when the Reagan administration hardly registered the scale of the tragedy. And though African 
American independent cinema was a mostly underground scene under Reagan, at least until the emergence 
of Spike Lee, films such as Charles Burnett’s My Brother’s Wedding (1984) and Kathleen Collins’s Losing 
Ground (1982) offered richly drawn, intelligent characters far from the stereotypical imaginings of black life 
found in mainstream Hollywood. Female filmmakers too made some of the most interesting leftfield films in 
the 80s. There was Joyce Chopra, whose Smooth Talk (1984), was another film that took the 80s teen 
experience to places John Hughes would never have dared to. Or Joan Silver, whose Crossing Delancey 
(1988) injects the wholesome conventions of the romantic comedy with something more richly personal. 
What makes these films stand apart from the norm is the specificity of their settings, making them rich in the 
sort of true, well-observed detailing that once marked US cinema of the 60s and 70s. 


Yuppies in the Movies 

In cinema there were tales of “yuppie angst”, where characters have a sense that there must be 
something more to life than the financial success so prized by Reaganism. In Albert Brooks’ era-skewing 
satire Lost in America (1985) an advertising exec and his wife cash in their “nest egg” home for a 
Winnebago and set out “Easy Rider-style” on the trail of a life of youthful freedom that they can never 
reclaim. That yearning to escape the stifling conformity and apple-pie sameness of the Reagan ideal is 
also found in the fringe cinema of the 1980s. Even as Reagan maintained his popularity, popular culture 
continued to be an arena for dissatisfaction and debate throughout the 1980s. 


Big Business Entertainment: 

Film budgets skyrocketed due to special effects, expensive locations and inflated salaries of big-name stars 
(and their agents). Big business increasingly took control of the movies and the way was opened for foreign 
(mostly Japanese) ownership of Hollywood properties. To save money, many more films were being made in 
non-US locations by mid-decade. A number of the studios were taken over by multi-national conglomerates 
leading to a pursuit of high budget, lower risk film projects designed to make huge profits. 


Mergers create Media Giants 

In 1989, Time Inc. merged with Warner Communications, becoming the major media giant Time- 
Warner. United Artists was bought and merged with MGM in 1981 and in 1990 MGM was 
purchased by Sony Entertainment of Japan. Columbia Pictures was purchased by Coca-Cola in 1982. 


Old Hollywood was bought out in the 80s and became just a part of larger media empires, rather than 
purely filmmaking companies. The result was increased corporate control and a business minded 
approach to filmmaking. Big movies were now a product to attract consumers to a market 


Synergy 

During the 1980s, mass media industries increasingly explored the potential for 
cross promotion of their products. This was a direct result of the growing media 
conglomerates coming to dominate entertainment media. This trend was most 
clearly seen between the film and music industries. Video joined the mix when 
MTV emerged to support musical artists with video. Campaigns based on 
Flashdance (1984) Purple Rain (1987) and Top Gun (1985) proved successful, but 
many such ventures were a costly failure as audiences resisted the overwhelming 
marketing campaigns that accompanied them. As William A. Kunz puts it, “the 
studios were no longer the show ponies of diversified industrial conglomerates but 
rather the content producers of media conglomerates”. Hollywood had officially 
entered the era of “product as synergy” and the first big film to realize this model was 1989’s Batman. 


Jack MICHAEL 
NICHOLSON KEATON 
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Product placement: In the 1980s films began using product 
placement to boost revenues and support the products of other 
divisions within their parent company. Products like Coke and Pepsi 
would be conspicuously placed in popular films and even worked 
into the story line to boost sales. EX: Breakfast Club and Coca Cola: 


Hollywood Merging with TV 
Hollywood and the Television industry began several lucrative mergers to produce content. Tri-Star 
Motion Pictures, was created in 1983 as a joint venture of CBS Inc., Columbia Pictures, and Home Box 
Office (HBO). Also, HBO and Showtime directly financed films and entertainment specials for their own 
channels. HBO became a leader, developing the first made-for-pay-TV movie The Terry Fox Story (1983). 
It became the first cable network to win an Oscar, for Best Documentary Feature, and an Emmy, 

for Dear America: Letters Home from Vietnam (1987). By the 1990s, all the major pay-TV cable networks 
had expanded their output, creating original series and films, along with documentaries, stand-up 
comedy, and sports programming. 


Home Entertainment Dominates 

From the late 1980s onward, movie studios made more money 
from home video releases than they did in the theater. Video 
wasn’t where theatrical movies went to die; for many people they 

| were where they were first seen to begin with. 1988 was the year in 
which video rentals and sales started to exceed box office returns 
for producers. That’s the moment when Hollywood starts to realize, 
‘We’re making videos.’ Great for us if they do well in the theater, but the theater is now sort of a loss- 
leader for video.’ It’s the advertising push to get people to remember the name of a title so that they'll 
rent it at a video store.” To illustrate in 1988 sales of E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial (1982) surpassed 15 
million, six years after its initial release. 


Blockbuster Video is founded in 1985 and began acquiring rival companies 
as they grew through the 80s to become the dominate corporate force in 
video rentals. At the height of their influence, the conservative company was 
able to exert pressure on Hollywood studios to edit offensive content. 


VHS Market: While VHS gave plenty of opportunities for cult hits to flourish in straight to video - it also 
helped fan the flames of obsessive fandom in general. It was with video, where true fans could endlessly 
rewatch and dissect, pouring over every detail and looking for continuity errors or hidden meanings. 
Having a video collection became a new fad, for mostly men, to proudly display the many movies they 
owned. In the 80s VHS collectors scoured bins for obscure videos and rare editions for their library. 


Movie Theaters: The spread of access to cable television (and 
satellite broadcasts) threatened traditional one-screen theatres 
and film attendance, particularly in smaller towns. Meanwhile, 
multi-plex movie theatres with multiple screens spread rapidly 
across the country during the 80s, often in newly built shopping 
malls, another 80s phenomenon. This consolidation of screens 
worked well but also contributed to the drastic decline of drive-in 
theatres in the suburbs. 80s teens preferred to cruise the mall 
with their fenas, while cars, insurance and registration had grown expensive. 
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1980s Trends 

Soundtracks: The 1980s saw the wide spread use of synthesizers in music and movie soundtracks 
creating a distinctive 80s movie sound. The synthesizer produced a distinctive, thin treble sound and 
could be used (however poorly) to replace other instruments. Rock bands began adopting it in the 80s. 
Color Palette of 80s films: The color of 80s films were distinctly brighter and more 
pastel. Lighting styles were adopted from MTV videos, featuring hazy blue backlit 
actors with big hair 

Practical Effects are visual effects used in filmmaking created by the use of three- 
dimensional models or figures as opposed to computer generated imagery. With 
the success of Star Wars, the use and perfection of physical practical effects grew 
tremendously. Films from Beetlejuice to Back to the Future refined motorized 
devices and filmmaking tricks to produce a distinctly pre digital look. 


Horror/Slasher Genre becomes 80s Staple 8-MOVIE COLLECTION 
Horror films grew in popularity during the decade, dominated by the "slasher" a. 3 
film Friday the 13th (1980) and its many sequels, Nightmare on Elm Street (1984), \ , i 


and by sequels to the 1978 film Halloween. Carpenter’s Halloween is a widely 
influential film within the horror genre; it was largely responsible for the 
popularization of slasher films in the 1980s. Halloween popularized many tropes 
that have become completely synonymous with the slasher genre: final girl trope, 
killing off characters who are druggies or promiscuous, as well as the use of a 
theme song for the killer. Many of these films centered around a psychotic male 
killer stalking and killing women, which feminists said revealed many Americans' ; 
hostility to women's achievements. Other film-makers attempted to cash in on its success with similar 
story-lines. A large percentage of the films in the 80s, were slasher films because they are cheap to 
make and have a near built in audience of young people. 


Vietnam War Films in the 80s: 
To process the collective trauma and confusion of the Vietnam War, America turned to Hollywood for 
some answers. Combat films, while distinctly different from historical reality, are no less important in 
the formation of our collective memory. In the late 80s several directors such as Vietnam Vet, Oliver 
Stone, produced brutal recreations of Vietnam that drew audiences to the theater 
for a collective therapy session. Films like Stone’s Platoon (1986) and Born on the 
Fourth of July (1989), Kubrick’s Full Metal Jacket (1987), plus Hamburger Hill (1987) 
were all released in the mid-to-late 1980s and reflect a resurgence in national 
attention on the troubling war. The films questioned national myths and presented 
the conflict in a shameful light. They even tempered the hypermasculinity that 
promulgated the early 80s Reaganite films. Early 80s films made aggressive efforts 
to restore American confidence and masculinity. Later 80s war films were almost 
apologetic to veterans and to a public still wounded from America’s longest war. 


Sundance Film Festival 
In January at what is then still known as the U.S. Film Festival in Park City, Utah, an unknown director 
shows a small film called Sex, Lies & Videotape. The next morning, Steven Soderbergh is fielding calls 
from Universal, Sydney Pollack, Robert Redford and every specialized distributor in the country, 
including a 10-year-old outfit called Miramax, which buys the film and, that summer, after the film wins 
the Palme d’Or at the Cannes Film Festival, finally puts itself decisively on the map by turning the film 
into a major hit. American indie cinema is officially born and will come to make the most exciting films in 
the next decade. 
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Week 10: 1980s Undercurrents Genre Director Oscars 
Blue Velvet 1985 Thriller David Lynch Nom BD 
Why it’s important: 

1. Setting: The dark underbelly of Reagan’s America in small town USA as yuppie turns detective 

2. Breakout Lynch film and his perverted surreal aesthetic, Revives career of 60s legend Dennis Hopper 
3. Takes 80s nostalgia for 50s and twists it into a nightmare. Non-linear story with macabre symbolism 
4. Lynch challenged Hollywood norms with an art film that played large exposing millions to art cinema 


Beetlejuice 1988 Fantasy/Comedy Tim Burton Make Up 
Why it’s important: 

1. Setting: 1980s middle class Connecticut suburb and fantasy underworld of the dead 

2. Introduces Burton’s whimsical aesthetic, that permeated the 90s and counters the consumerist 80s 
3. Visionary auteur, with comic book sensibility, defining the misfit like Winona Ryder’s emo goth 

4. Example of clever 80s practical special effects. M. Keaton’s breakout role, just before playing Batman. 


Wall Street 1987 Drama Oliver Stone Actor 
Why it’s important: 

1. Setting: The center of financial power and the luxurious homes of the unscrupulous rich in NYC 

2. ‘Greed is good’ speech becomes rallying cry for Wall St. traders despite being uttered by the villain 

3. Charlie Sheen repping Yuppie culture and clashing with older values of his father. First celly in a movie 
4. Offers a critique of Reaganomics and American materialism, and released just after the Crash of 1987 


Do the Right Thing 1989 Drama/Comedy Spike Lee 2 Noms 
Why it’s important: 

1. Setting: Summer’s hottest day in a struggling Brooklyn hood, where racial tensions rise with the heat 
2. Stylish camerawork and editing shows off Lee’s mastery once finally given a larger budget 

3. Tackles racism from an urban black perspective. Features 80s hip hop soundtrack and aesthetic 

4. Heralds the coming era of social justice filmmaking in Hollywood and is still one of its best examples 


New Aesthetics — Dark fantasy 

The 80s saw the emergence of two directors whose aesthetic style was in stark contrast to the 
conservative 80s and yet would come to define the new era. David Lynch’s dark vision of the underbelly 
of America and Tim Burton’s quirky vision of the underworld of ghosts. 


Blue Velvet (1986) 

David Lynch's surrealistic, psychosexual Blue Velvet 

(1986) was a throwback to art films, 50s B-movies and 
teenage romances, film noir, and the mystery-suspense 
genre. It was an original look at sex, violence, crime and 
power under the peaceful exterior of small-town Americana 
in the mid-80s. Beneath the familiar, peaceful, 'American- 
dream' cleanliness of the daytime scenes, lurked sleaziness, 
prostitution, violence, and perversity - powerful and 
potentially-dangerous sexual forces that could be unleashed 
if not contained. As fresh-feeling as a movie about the rot that festers below white-picket suburbia 
could ever be, David Lynch’s opus offered the Reagan era an American nightmare to chew on. Latent 
depravity and the loss of innocence are themes that will run throughout Lynch’s work. 
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Beetlejuice (1988) Vibrant to the point of being garish, warm and generous, 
with a spiky sense of satire, this supernatural comedy is one of Tim Burton’s 
best. It is a time capsule of the 1980s, both in its parable of Reagan-era 
commodification culture and use of outlandish practical effects. The story 
almost comes off the rails, but Beetlejuice’s charm lies more in the execution. 
The movie is crammed with visual invention and snappy comedy. The afterlife 
is richly imagined as a macabre bureaucracy. The living world is no less 
outlandish, especially with those eye-popping interiors and costumes. Burton 
was a bracing new talent with a headful of ideas. His now-familiar Dr Seuss 
gothic sensibility was a novelty at the time. He will go on to be a darling auteur of Hollywood in 90s 


Wall Street (1987) An impatient young stockbroker is willing to do anything to get to the top, including 
trading on illegal inside information taken through a ruthless, greedy corporate raider who takes the 
youth under his wing. Wall Street, released on the heels of the Crash of 1987, captured the zeitgeist of 
NYC’s corporate culture. The movie argues that most small investors are dupes, and that the real killings 
are made by men such as Gecko, who snap up whole companies. The movie's real target isn't Wall 
Street criminals who break the law. Stone's target is the value system that places profits and wealth 
above any other consideration. His film is an attack on an atmosphere of financial competitiveness so 
ferocious that ethics are simply irrelevant, and the laws for the little people to obey. Despite Stone’s 
attempt to demonize him, Gordon Gecko, became a hero on Wall Street and to many young yuppies. 
Sadly, his ‘greed is good speech’ became a rallying cry on Wall Street, not a warning. 


Do the Right Thing (1989) You can feel writer-director Spike Lee 
channeling a decade’s worth of real-life racial strife, urban anxiety, 
American culture clashes and class struggles into this powder keg 
of a movie, dropping audiences into the hottest day of the 
summer in Brooklyn’s Bed-Stuy neighborhood. He lays out a 
conflict between yesterday’s social outsiders, i.e. Italian- 
Americans, Korean immigrants, and the African-American residents in the boroughs, stuck between 
gentrification and a hard place. Old-world prejudices bump up against modern demands for 
representation and a blatantly racist police force. Tensions start to rise quicker than the thermometers 
on the wall of Sal’s Famous Pizzeria. The cast bridges the gap between the past (Ozzie Davis, Ruby Dee) 
and the future (Samuel L. Jackson, Giancarlo Esposito). Spike Lee’s critical and commercial breakthrough 
ranks among the most socially provocative films ever released by a Hollywood studio. The fact that it 
ends on a note of ambivalence and with quotes from both MLK and Malcolm X isn’t coincidental; Lee 
sketches out a city, at a serious 
crossroads and asks, so what are we 
going to do now? 


Jack Nicholson is both a legendary actor and a legendary 
partyer. Nicholson’s house became the focal point of 
Hollywood parties, conducting a stream of hedonistic 
indulgences, including orgies. Guests were usually 
secretive about the activities but some complained 
about the lack of food in Nicholson’s massive 
refrigerator. “There was round-the-clock partying, drinks, 
drugs, sex — but the refrigerator never had any food in it. 
C4 Just milk, beer, and pot in the freezer to keep it fresh.” 


Platoon (1986) Writer/director Oliver 
Stone's Vietnam war chronicle, based in part 
on Stone's own participation in the Vietnam 
War as a grunt, went on to win the Oscars for 
Best Picture & Director. It was the first of his 
Vietnam trilogy. This movie and others like it 
inspired a much-needed national 
conversation in the 1980s, allowing many to 
publicly mourn for the first time. 
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The Franchise Movie is Born - Batman (1989) 
The highest-grossing movie of the year was director Tim Burton's dark neo-gothic Batman, an adult version 
of a comic-book thriller, starring Michael Keaton as the Caped Crusader and Jack Nicholson as The Joker. It 
was released in mid-summer as a major ‘event' film, and was hyped with a large marketing budget, long 
before its release. It was then available as a video shortly after its theatrical release to add to its box-office 
take - influencing how future films would be marketed. During this growing blockbuster era, independent- 
minded Burton was one of the first directors to cross over to corporate Hollywood to make this film. Its 
dark vision for the caped crusader would significantly shape the characters of other cinematic superheroes 
in the future. Dark was in, Bright comic colors out. 


Batman (1989) was “the first film to demonstrate the power of the franchise in the new corporate 
environment”. Batman and the Time-Warner merger occurred simultaneously. It would become the highest 
grossing film of 1989. For all the profits raked in at the box office, it made so much more through Time- 
Warner’s other branches like hit song, Prince’s ‘Batdance.’ In a stellar retirement move, Jack Nicholson 
made at least $90 million from points and merchandising. 


Warner’s co-chairman Terry Semel said, “It was the first time we utilized the whole machine of the 
company. The marketing, the tie-ins, the merchandising, the international’. This is the birth of the 
franchise, “/t becomes impossible to disentangle the film’s success from its corporate base.” 


Of course, sequels and franchises-in-hindsight existed long before this, but Batman was conceived, 
constructed, and marketed to hook consumers in a long-term investment of products and merchandise. 
Jaws (1975) has been deemed The Film That Changed Everything, and it undeniably guided the industry 
toward blockbuster filmmaking. But looking back from the vantage point of 2020, it’s actually the film that 
| prototyped the corporate Synergy model of today’s franchises: Batman 


Underground Cinema you may have missed 


Evil Dead II (1987) Long before Spider-Man, director Sam Raimi established his nerd cred with two 
horror classics: the micro-budget cult hit The Evil Dead and the more expensive, more ambitious sequel. 
Though ostensibly a shocker, complete with scary monsters and bloody dismemberments, Raimi’s ghost 
story also pays homage to the Three Stooges. With its nifty hand-crafted special effects, this movie 
captured the imagination of genre fans and cinephiles alike. A staple of fanboy home-video collections. 


Repo Man (1984) How a major studio allowed such a vehemently odd 
movie to exist really is a mystery. It is an apocalypse tale with no 
doomsday, a punk movie with no concert, a science fiction story with 
less than ten seconds of aliens. Most of its now classic music was on the 
far, far edge of American society in 1984. It mines a world of drugs, 
crime, and capitalist peril for absurdist laughs. As wonderfully bizarre as 
the film is, it’s actually a fairly accurate document of mass conformity in 
Ronald Reagan’s America in 1984. The punk rock soundtrack stoked interest in the video release. In the 
mid-80s, “cult films” like this, were highly sought out by connoisseurs of fringe cinema. Having a VHS of 
Repo Man in your dorm room in the 80s made you the coolest person on campus. 


Hollywood Shuffle (1987) Robert Townsend's autobiographical comedy about a struggling black actor in 
Hollywood trying to find work and getting nothing but stereotypical roles. Written, directed, financed by 
Townsend, who created this often clever and appealing film on a $100,000 budget. 


Underground Cinema laid the groundwork for the explosion of Independent Cinema in the 1990s. 
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